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28 Sustaining Outdoor Recreation anu
Forests in the United States

H.  Ken Cordell and Gary 7:  Green

Abstract:The  key words in forest management for the 2 I st  century are “sustainable
management”. In this paper we present an overview of the nature of outdoor recre-
ation demand growth in the United States and its significance in light of the need to
sustain the nation’s forests. We show that outdoor recreation demand is growing
faster now than at any time in the last five decades. Accelerated management of
forest settings to meet the rising demand for recreation will provide substantial ben-
efits for American society.At the same time, unprecedented levels of demand may
challenge our abilities as a nation to sustain forest health and productivity into the
future, as we have not been challenged before.We identify hot spots in the United
States where recreation demands are greatest, and hot spots where future recrea-
tion pressures are likely to intensify.These hot spots are the places where serious and
prompt attention to planning the future of our forest resources is needed if we are to
be successful in sustaining them. Demand growth in other countries raises similar
concerns about sustaining forests.

Key words: Outdoor recreation; demand trends; forest recreation; public lands; sus-
tainable management; United States.

I. I INTRODUCTION

tie  mid 1980s  the U.S. President’s Commission
Ihericans  Outdoors. followed by the Reagan
@iStration’s Task Force on Outdoor Recrea-

(CordelI  et al. 1990),  found outdoor recreation
md growing rapidly,  continuing a trend that  had
F$%loping for several decades. By the 1980s.
ales  of outdoor recreation had diversified well
‘-1  the driving for pleasure, picnicking, walk-

:

ing and camping that were highly popular in the
1950s and 1960s.  The tirst  few sections of this pa-
per examine these and more recent outdoor recrea-
tion trends, as well as the importance of outdoor
recreation as a use of forests in contemporary Unit-
ed States.’

’ Most of the trends reported in this paper are from two recent  sourc-

es.The  first is the 1995 National Survey on Recreation and the Envi-
ronmen~NSRE  1995.a national household survey that  was led by H.K.
Cordell (Cordell 1999).The  NSRE is the latest of the United  States’
contmuing  serves of National  Recreation Surveys (Cord4 et al. 1996).
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Forests play a highly significant role in the make-
up of the natural lands of the United States. The
total  area of forest  cover in the country is  about 302
mill. ha. This is almost one third of the total land
area of the country. The area in forest cover has been
increasing slightly over the past two decades for a
number of  reasons,  one being the reduction in some
categories of agricultural land, which has allowed
regeneration of forest cover. The majority of the
forests in the eastern half of the country are private-
ly owned with scattered public forests, mostly in
the highlands.  In contrast ,  most  of  the forests  in the
western half  axe publicly owned, with scattered pri-
vate holdings.  In both the East  and in the West ,  and
on both public and private forests,  recreational uses
have been assuming much greater prominence.

In response, federal land management policies
have been shifting over the last few decades, amid
rising recreation demands and growing and public
concerns for the natural environment and ecosys-
tem health.  Ironical ly,  these simultaneous shif ts  have
created a new controversy to challenge sustainable
management. The controversy? How can the rapid-
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Design of the activity participation questions in the I995  NSRE was
kept  consistent with previous National Recreation Surveys to enable
description of trends in participation across a variety of outdoor rec-
reation activities.The second source of paniaparion  trends is the just
completed decennial federal assessment of outdoor recreation and wil-
derness, done every IO years by the Forest  Service, as required by the

I974  Renewable Resources PlanningAct.usuaily referred to as the RPA
Assessment (Cordell 1999). Other sources are included as appropriate
and needed. In the final sections, we identify regions of this country
where growing recreation demand and forests intersect.

ly growing demand for recreational access to for-
ests be accommodated without compromising our
ability to sustain the health and overall productivi-
ty of forest ecosystems? We will follow our exami-
nation of  recreat ion trends in the United States with
a spatial  overview of hot spots of recreation demand
pressures on forests likely by the year 2020.

28.2 OUTDOOR RECREATION
PARTICIPATION TRENDS

Long-Term Participation Trends

The most  recent  Forest  Service national  assessment
(called for by the 1974 Renewable Resources Plan-
ning Act) examined long-term trends up to 1995
using on-going National Recreation Surveys dat-
ing back to 1960 (Cordell 1999). In Table 1, indexed
growth of numbers of people participating in the
nine outdoor activities tracked consistently since
1960 is  presented and compared with overall  popu-
la t ion growth.

Numbers of people participating in six of the
nine activities shown in Table 1 grew faster than
the population in the 35 years represented. Fastest
growth was in snow skiing (which in 1995 added
snowboarding), canoeing/kayaking (mostly white-
water), bicycling (including mountain biking), and
camping. Almost all activities grew faster than the
population during the 1960s and 1970s. Generally,
what stands out  is  the fast-paced,  long-term growth
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technology-driven,  adventure activit ies;  moder-
e growth in the more traditional, family-oriented
Xivities;  and slowing growth to decline in con-
mptive activities (mainly fishing and hunting).
uring  the period from 1960 to 1995, the popula-
Qn  of persons a g e d 12 or older grew 65%. reach-

ore Recent Participation Trends

‘lo  1995 study showed that 94.5% of Americans
s Years  old or older participated in some form of

ng the 1994-95 survey peri-
&-1he  preliminary results of the current 2000 sur-

Period  show that this percentage has risen to
p.‘Among  the act ivi t ies  in al l  three nat ional  rec-

)n  surveys (1982-83,  1994-95  and 2000).

walking for  pleasure,  picnicking,  s ightseeing,  swim-
ming in natural waters, hiking, bicycling and fsh-
ing have retained their  posi t ion as being among the
most popular (Table 2). All of these activities are
among those traditionally referred to as “forest  rec-
reation” in that they are pursued largely in forest
settings. More than 25% of the current population
participate in these seven activities. In 16 of the 20
activities listed in Table 2, the percentage growth
of participants exceeded the percentage growth of
the population (which was nearly 15%). The fast-
est growing activities since 1995 are backpacking,
horseback r iding,  snow-mobil ing,  bicycl ing,  hiking,
cross-country skiing,  walking,  and off-road driving,
in that order.

2 NSRE 2000 is currently underway and the selected results provided
in this section represent the firs  IO 000 respondents  of a planned
50 000 by the close of the calendar year (USDA Forest Service 2000).



The most popular activities through the years
have usually been those,  which can be enjoyed close
to home without large outlays of time or money, as
well as those that do not require high levels of spe-
cialized skills. Only hunting and water-skiing have
tended recently to decrease in popularity. Hunting
declines seem to reflect  both shrinking interest  and
increasing difficulties  in finding suitable places to
hunt. Water-skiing declines reflect substitution of
personal watercraft for in-tow skis.

A number of new forms of outdoor participa-
tion have been added to the menu of Americans’
outdoor recreation activities. Not all of these are
listed in Table 2.  Many of these popular new forms
include act ivi t ies  result ing from technology advanc-
es in outdoor equipment and transportat ion.  Others
include activities driven by potential risk and the
sense of adventure. There is continued growth of
interest in viewing and learning activities, trails,
winter sports, motorized participation, and various
forms of camping. All these are commonly pursued
in forest settings. Among the four regions of the
United States, growth in participation has recently
been highest  in  the South,  next  highest  in  the North-
east, and slowest in the North Central.

While demand has been growing, the demo-
graphic makeup of outdoor recreation participants
has been shift ing.  In part  these shifts reflect  chang-
es in the makeup of the populat ion.  However,  some
of the changes represent shifts in preferences. There
have been disproportionately smaller increases in
college-educated and black participants relative to
their growth as proportions of the overall popula-
tion.  In contrast ,  there has been disproportionately
higher growth in proportions of participants eam-
ing over USD 50 000 per year, participants from
one or two-person households, and retired partici-
pants relative to increases in their  numbers as a pro-
por t ion of  the  populat ion.
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In pursuing their outdoor recreation, people in
the United States have increased the number of tr ips
they take away from home over the amount of rec-
reational travel they did in past decades. Across a
variety of activities, the percentage of participants
who took tr ips away from home increased from 20%
to almost 40% between the early 1980s and mid-
1990s.  The number of tr ips taken per person has also
risen dramatically, while the average travel time
from home has decreased. Generally, participation
in chosen activities is occurring at places further
from roads than was the case in the early 198Os,  and
more part ic ipat ion is  taking place in forest  set t ings.

ATime  of Change

The decades of the 1980s and 1990s  and certainly
the first  years of the 21st  century have seen and will
continue to see persistent strong growth in Ame&
cans’ pursuit of outdoor recreation. In fact, there is
no reason to believe this growth will not continue
throughout the 2 1 st  century.  The Bureau of Census
predicts  that  the United States  populat ion wil l  dou-
ble by 2 100 to over 570 million people. Economic
forecasts also indicate continued prosperity and
strong employment. Will this mean double the
number of people on our national forests, in our
national parks,  and along our scenic highways? We
think the answer to this  quest ion is  probably,  “yes”.

In addition to population growth, there are oth-
er factors driving demand growth. For one, despite
popular beliefs and perceptions that  Americans have
less and less leisure,  what we actually see are gains
(Robinson and Godbey 1996). As people perceive
they are losing some of their leisure and as they
perceive a more stressful work place, the value they
attach to leisure seems to rise. Some seem to react
to their perceived loss of leisure by trying to pack
more activities into their daily lives, including out-
door recreation. More outdoor recreation is among
the things Americans say they would add if they
had more leisure.

Long-term, on-going national surveys of recre-
ation part icipat ion often do not  pick up just-emerg-
ing shifts to new outdoor activities. Examples in-
clude sky diving,  rock cl imbing,  cave scuba diving,
bungee jumping,  base jumping,  off-road in-l ine skat-
ing, paraskiing, whitewater canoeing or kayaking,
whitewater body surfing, rock or ice climbing, and
orienteering (Heath 1997). Interest and participa-
tion in new and risky recreational  act ivi t ies is  grow-
ing steadily. According to Heath, growing interest
in risk recreation is strongly associated with grow-
ing income levels, changing life cycle status, im-
proving safety of associated equipment, and im-
proved skills and knowledge among outfitters fa-
cilitating risky activities. Risk recreation has been
a prime contributor to the growth enjoyed by the
outdoor recreation equipment industry in the Unit-
ed Sta tes .

In many ways l inked to r isk recreation,  technol-
ogy is often a driver for the choices people make in
their  outdoor recreation.  An example is  snow shoe-
ing.  The technology revolut ion in snow shoes only
started in the late 1980s.  Solid decking and narrow-
er shoes increase floatation,  mobility, and hiker re-
sil ience.  Because of the new designs,  winter hiking

WORLD FORESTS, MARKETS AND POLICIES
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and camping are now more commonplace. The
Outdoor Recreation Coalition of America (ORCA
1997) highlighted six high-growth markets. They
include mountain biking, climbing, hydration sys-
tems, kayaking, snow shoeing, and in-line skating.
All  of these are technology driven.

28.3 INTERNATIONAL TOURISM
IN THE UNITED STATES

In addit ion to domestic demand for outdoor recrea-
tion and travel, people from other countries take
millions of trips to the United States for pleasure,
to visit friends and/or family, and for business. For
many of these international visitors, the United
States’ vast network or forests,  parks,  protected ar-
eas, refuges and recreation areas is an important part
of their travel itinerary and experience. In particu-
lar, choices of travel destinations seem often to be
influenced by the existence of public lands and nat-
ural  set t ings.  Among the more popular  dest inat ions
are those with natural features and forests (O’Leary
and Lang 1995). Shares of people stating that loca-
tion of forests and parks was important in trip des-
tination choices ranged from 70% of Japanese to
91% of Venezuelan visitors.

In a recent lo-year period, international visits
to the United States grew about 66%, going from
around 27.8 mill. visits in 1987 to an estimated 46.2
mill. in 1997 (O’Leary 1999). Canadians led the
1996 arrivals to this country with 15.3 mill. visits.
Mexico (8.5 mill.), Japan (5.0 mill.), the United
Kingdom (3.1 mill.) and Germany (1.9 mill.) com-
pleted the top five countries of origin for inbound
vis i to rs .

28.4 OUTDOOR RECREATION
SUPPLY

This section will summarize the status of outdoor
recreation supply in the United States. It is based
primarily on the Renewable Resources Planning Act
(RPA) assessment of outdoor recreation in which
the United States  Forest  Service has provided a com-
prehensive look at  national  outdoor recreation sup-
ply trends. This recent assessment was published
as Chapter 4 (Betz et al. 1999) in the book entitled,
Outdoor Recreation in American Lij2  (Cordell
1999).  In addit ion,  the text  describing forests  in the

United States (one of the most highly pursued set-
tings for outdoor recreation) is adapted from the
draft  of the overall  United States assessment of for-
est and range lands (USDA forthcoming).

Recent Trends

When we assess supply in the United States, we
include both rural and urban locations at all three
levels of  government - federal, state, and local. We
also cover the private sector,  with focused coverage
of private rural lands. Included is a very brief sum-
mary of trends in supply from the Forest Service’s
decennial assessment already mentioned.

Most national forests, national parks, and wild-
life refuges are forested. Most Bureau of Land
Management lands are not. By policy, almost all
federal lands and water resources are open for pub-
lic outdoor recreation. However, open by policy does
not necessarily assure access. For the most part,
access to federal  lands is  l imited to those areas hav-
ing roads and trails. At least this is the way access
has been determined historically. Recent technolo-
gy advances in motorized off-road transport has
begun to change the definition of what is or is not
accessible. For example, jet boats, helicopters, and
all-terrain motor vehicles have extended and made
easier access to much larger areas of federal forests
and parks than were accessible just 20 years ago.
Improved non-motorized technology, such as the
snow shoe designs described earlier, has also ex-
tended the l imits  of  access.  Growing and highly con-
tested issues concerning easier and extended access
to public land in the United States are the potential
impacts of increased use on ecosystem health and
wildlife, and the conflicts that arise with owners of
adjacent private lands over r ights to cross these lands
in order to enter public areas.

In the United States, there is, and always has
been, a significant spatial disparity between the lo-
cation of federal land and the residency location of
the population.  Most federal  lands are in the West;
most of the population is in the East. Of the four
primary federal land managing agencies, the two
with the largest total surface area are the United
States Forest Service (Department of Agriculture,
77.5 mill. ha) and the Bureau of Land Management
(Department of the Interior, 108.3 mill. ha). Both
agencies manage for multiple uses. Both also pro-
tect large areas of remote, roadless  land, including
areas of the National Wilderness Preservation Sys-
tem (NWPS). While much of the Bureau’s land is
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i-I arid and non-forested, forests are prevalent and an
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important aspect of the recreational opportunities
the NWPS lands provide. The next largest federal

5
provider is the National Park Service (33.7 mill. ha).
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The Fish and Wildlife Service is also a major pro-
vider of recreation opportunities, although their

2
mission is primarily habitat protection for wildlife

g
species (36.6 mill. ha).

Together, these four land managing agencies

2
provide thousands of developed recreation sites,
with the Forest  Service providing the most .  A high-
ly significant aspect of the federal supply of out-
door recreation is the system of designated areas.
Between 1987 and 1995, Congress has added hec-
tares and kilometers to these systems as shown be-
low:

National wilderness system

National recreation areas

National recreation trails

National wild and scenic rivers

4 I .9  mill. ha
(f 15.5% added)
2.8 mill. ha
(f I 0.7%)
16  100 km
(+ 14.0%)
17400km
(+40.5%)

States are also important as suppliers of outdoor
recreation. Across the 50 state governments, an
impressive network of state park systems have been
established that include parks, forests, recreation
areas, natural areas, scenic drives, historic areas, and
environmental education sites. Nationwide, state
park systems include a total of about 4.8 mill. ha,
around 5 500 areas. Ninety percent of state park
systems are typically open for public recreation.
Two-thirds of the overall state park system area is
in state parks (3.2 mill. ha). State forests are also a
significant contributor to the overall state recrea-
tion resources (around 20.2 mill. ha). State fish and
wildlife areas are a third major type of state-man-
aged natural resources that are available for out-
door recreation.  Fish and game areas provide most-
ly primitive facilities and dispersed forms of recre-
ation and are estimated at around 6 mill. ha (Cord-
ell et al. 1990). State lands are distributed much like
the country’s population,  except for the Great  Plains
s ta tes .
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At the local  government level .  outdoor opportu-
nities are much more developed and managed. Typ-
ical  local sites include parks, trails, athletic fields.
golf courses, tennis courts,  exercise areas and play-
grounds. Often local sites and facilities are located
close to or  within the neighborhoods they serve.

Our research indicates that the private sector is
rapidly expanding its role as a supplier of outdoor
recreation. For example, downhill ski areas in-
creased from 384 to 449 between 1987 and 1996.
Lift capacity increased 38% in this same time peri-
od. Cross-country skiing areas increased as well
from 421 in 1987 to 636 in 1996.

Rural lands are used by their owners in a varie-
ty of ways to earn income. These include grazing
cattle, sharecropping and leasing to outside inter-
ests (Teasley et al. 1999). Protection of their land is
very important, and approximately 40% of owners
post signs stating “No Trespassing” as a way of
controlling use. Among problems experienced that
have led some owners to post were destruction of
property, littering, poaching and loss of privacy.
Hunting, fishing, hiking and camping are among
the top act ivi t ies  l is ted by owners  as  permissible  on
their  land. But access to private lands for recreation
has been declining since the 1970s.  From 1986 to
1996, the percentage of private tracts on which ac-
cess for recreation is permitted decreased from 25%
to 15%. This loss of access is part of the reason
hunting as an activity has shown decreases in the
last  two decades.

The Challenge of Growing Demand

Growing demands for access to and use of forest
lands has both posi t ive and negat ive s ides to  i t .  On
the positive side, recreation in the out of doors is
almost  universal ly seen as  contr ibut ing to people’s
health and sense of well-being. Hiking, canoeing,
and a variety of other outdoor activities provide
exercise, enjoyment, and a number of other bene-
fits (Driver et a1.1999). At the same time, many
millions of dollars of business activity are generat-
ed as a result  of  the public’s pursuit  of  outdoor rec-
reation. This economic activity is often especially
important to local economies in forested parts of
rhe country, which are dependent on forest-based
enterprises for at  least  a part  of their  economic l ive-
lihood. Often, local economic growth stimulated
from recreation and tourism helps to diversify local
economies once mostly dependent on timber har-
vesting or other extractive uses. This economic di-
versification creates more resilience in rural com-
munities in times of economic downturn.

On the negative side, rising demands on public
and private lands have raised a number of concerns.
First  is  concern over the growing numbers of recre-
ation users and their increasing ability to penetrate

WORLD FORESTS, MARKETS AND POLlCiES



Figure I : Diverse forest cover dominates the Southern Appalachian landscape (vista perspective from
the top of Black Balsam Mountain in North Carolina)

ever deeper into forested backcountry areas. This
concern focuses on possible impacts on riparian
areas,  wildl ife populat ions,  soil  s tabil i ty,  endangered
species, water quality, visual quality, and wildlife
migration patterns. A second concern is over the
rising number of conflicts between different styles
of recreational use.  Conflicts are especially notable
between users with significantly different  modes of
travel, such as between hikers, horseback riders.
mountain bikers, motorized vehicle users, canoe-
ists. jet ski users, air craft users, leave-no-trace us-
ers, and orienteering participants (to name but a
few).  A third concern is  the disruption of tradit ion-
al  uses or values of forests (such as hunting,  gather-
ing, resource extraction, or protection of ancestral
si tes) .  This lat ter  concern is  often closely t ied to the
economic and lifestyle health of local communities
in forested areas of the country. While often bene-
fi t ing these local  communit ies economically,  greater
recreat ion and tourism sometimes resul t  in  unwant-
ed shifts in lifestyles and community cohesion.

The managers of public lands and owners of
Private lands are facing the challenge of setting a
strategic course to accommodate growing demand

and its attendant increases in conflicts over forest
access. Federal and state government agencies are
responding to rising demands and conflicts by
putting much greater emphasis on open participa-
tion in planning and management. By opening up
the decision-making process, potential ecosystem
impacts are identified, different recreation users are
brought together in open forums, and multiple oth-
er interests in the management of public lands are
voiced. A generic term for this process is collabo-
rative management. Collaborative management
tends to identify problems and encourage negotiat-
ed resolution of differences through an on-going
process of  information sharing and involvement.  In
addition to collaborative management, public for-
est management agencies are increasingly placing
ecosystem health as a first  priority,  after which care-
fully considered policies and practices of access and
resource removal are formulated. Finding ways for
special interests to share in the resolution of their
differences while sustainably managing forest re-
sources for  the good of al l  is  fast  becoming the only
acceptable public land management style.



28.5 FORESTS IN THE UNITED

STATES

Forests are among the most significant of settings
for outdoor recreation in the United States (Figure
1). Because they are so much a part of this coun-
try’s supply of  outdoor recreat ion opportunit ies ,  they
often are the focus of a number of heavy demand
pressures, recreation being only one. We offer be-
low a brief description of this important national
resource.

The total  area of the United States in forest  cov-
er is about 302 mill. ha. During the period 1982-
1997, there was a net increase in this area on non-
federal lands of about 324 000 ha. This is just over
one percent of the total non-federal forest area ex-
tant  in 1982.  The largest  loss of  forest  was to devel-
opment (4.73 mill. ha). The largest single gain was
regeneration of forests on former pastureland (5.59
mill. ha). In total, 10.16 mill. ha of forest (6.3%)
was converted to other uses between 1982 and 1997
and 10.49 mill. ha (6.5% of the area in 1997) was
added (USDA forthcoming).

Forests provide numerous ecosystem services,
including the protection of soil, moderation of cli-
mate, carbon sequestration and regulation of water
flow. North America has experienced significant
reforestation since the devastating “cutovers”  for

timber and agriculture prior to the forest conserva..
t ion movement of  this  century.  Figure 2 shows coun-
ties in the United States by current proportion of
their total area that is forested.

Forests  across the United States have long pro-
vided a way of l ife and the resources for carving out
a l iving for many generations of pre- and post-Euro-
pean-settlement residents. Timber harvesting, min-
ing, hunting, greenery for floral uses. mushrooms,
berries, water for irrigation, and many other uses
have played a major role in the evolution of rural
United States.  In recent  t imes,  t imbering,  mining and
other extractive uses on public forests  have begun to
give way to management for tourism, recreation and
ecological services. There are 77.3 mill. ha in the
country’s federal National Forest System. Recent
shifts are directing the management of these feder-
al forests toward ecosystem health,  watershed resto-
ration, recreation and protection of special places.

For the most part ,  the eastern half  of  the contig-
uous 48 states of the United Stated is forested. Ex-
ceptions are southern Florida and portions of Wis-
consin, Minnesota, Nebraska, Illinois, Iowa, and
Ohio (Figure 2). Pines often dominate in the south-
em and the most northern portions of the East. In
the highlands (except for the highest  elevations) and
in stream corridors of the South,  hardwoods are the
dominant tree cover. Just west of the Mississippi,
the vastness of the dry prairies and plains stretch
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Figure 2: Counties with different amounts of forest cover, 2000
(USDA Forest Service and I992 Notional Resources Inventory, USDA [Betz  et al. /999]/
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into areas with too little moisture to support trees.
Much of the Rocky Mountains is forested, but the
distr ibution of tree cover depends on the local  adia-

ir batic  effects  in mountain ranges.  As prevail ing winds
rise over these mountains,  moisture-laden air  cools
and deposits much of its moisture as precipitation.
On the other side of these mountain stretches, it is
typically dry because the air spilling down again
has lost  i ts  moisture.  Especial ly forested in the West
as a result  of the precipitat ion patterns are the north-
em Rocky Mountains and the Pacific Coast, from
the northern half of California to northern Wash-
ington. Much of the temperate portions of Alaska
are also forested as ocean currents provide warmth
and moisture.  In most of the West.  conifers (spruce,
fir,  cedars and pine) far outnumber hardwoods (de-
ciduous species).

Recreation Demand Pressures on
Forests

Human demands on the forests  of  the United States ,
especially recreation demands, are a major factor
that will shape forest management in the 21~  cen-
tury. To examine the spatial distribution of recrea-
tion pressures throughout  the United States ,  an in-
dex examining the relationship between recreation
demand and forest abundance was developed and
mapped at  county scale for  al l  counties  in the Unit-

ed States. In its simplest terms, the value of this
index is highest where recreation demands in each
county and i ts  surrounding counties  are highest  and
where,  in these same counties,  the amount of forest
cover is  also highest  (Cordell  and Overdevest  forth-
coming). We looked at current recreation demand
pressures (year 2000) and likely future pressures
(2020). We call counties or clusters of counties
where index values are highest ,  “hot spots”.  These
hot spots are the places in the United States where
forests are and probably will be under the greatest
pressure for conversion and development for re-
creation.

Hot spots that exist now can be seen in Figure
3. In this map, a large number of counties are high-
lighted in a  swath that  s tretches from Maine to north-
em Alabama. This pattern of hot spot counties
roughly follows the pattern of  the mountains.  There
are also some scatterings  of local hot spot condi-
t ions along the coast  in  South Carol ina,  Flor ida,  Mis-
sissippi and Louisiana, where there have been re-
cent buildups of population and associated recrea-
tion demands. In the West, hot spots of recreation
demand pressures can be seen in southern Arizona,
northwestern New Mexico, the Rocky Mountains
of Colorado, northern Utah, southeastern and north-
western Idaho, coastal Washington and Oregon, and
in border counties in the Lake Tahoe area of Cali-
fornia and Nevada, where there are high levels of
forest cover.

i Negligible
/  Light

Moderate
mI Moderately heavyModerately heavy

I  HeavyI  Heavy

Figure 3: Counties with both heavy recreation demand and forest cover, 2000Figure 3: Counties with both heavy recreation demand and forest cover, 2000
(USDA Forest Service and I992  National Resources Inventory, USDA [Cordell  and Overdevest forthcoming])(USDA Forest Service and I992  National Resources Inventory, USDA [Cordell  and Overdevest forthcoming])



Future Recreation Demand Pressures

In Figure 4, we tind  a pattern of hot spot counties
that are l ikely if  the recreation demand growth trends
we examined earlier continue. This future demand
growth will significantly increase the prevalence of
hot  spots  in coastal  New England,  along the south-
ern Atlantic and Gulf  coasts ,  in the highlands of the
Southern Appalachians and Ozarks, and through-
out forested portions of the West.  Much of the grow-
ing recreation pressures of the West will  be focused
on National  Forests  and Parks.  Notable are hot  spots
in southern Nevada, across most of Arizona, in
north-coastal California, in the Pacific Northwest,
and in the Black Hills of South Dakota.

28.6  D ISCUSSION AND

IMPLICATIONS

Outdoor resources in the United States, including
forests,  are more or less f ixed spatially and in quan-
tity. Although there have been gains and losses in
forest area over the years, in the net and over the
long term, the area remains about the same. De-
mand for access to forest  lands is  increasing across
a widening variety and number of people. At the
same time as demand is increasing, access to pri-
vate rural lands is increasingly scarce. While de-

mand growth offers profitable opportunities to the
private sector, especially the recreation equipment,
transportat ion and service industr ies,  i t  a lso ushers
in daunting challenges for public land and water
managers. It is our prediction that continuation of
recreation demand trends, such as those reviewed
at the beginning of this paper, will ultimately reach
a level where the finiteness of our forest and other
natural lands will begin clearly to show the strains
of saturat ion.

Across communities and groups within Ameri-
can society,  outdoor recreation has maintained enor-
mous populari ty over the years.  Although new forms
of participation are appearing all the time, a per-
sistent ,  underlying basic motivat ion for  outdoor rec-
reation is to be able to experience nature by view-
ing it, traveling through it, and for a short time at
least, living in it. Almost all people in the United
States participate at some level and in some form
of outdoor recreation. Traditional land, water, and
snow/ice set t ings are very much in demand to sat is-
fy our growing appeti te  for  both tradi t ional  outdoor
recreational activities and a growing list of new ac-
tivities driven by better access as well as rapidly
evolving technology and information availability.

As the populari ty and benefits  of outdoor recre-
ation grow over the next decades,  there are l ikely to
be a number of signals that  we are approaching sat-
uration of forest land capacity. The more salient of
these signals will probably include:
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- The more popular of forest sites, water sites. parks and
special attractions will face more frequent periods of
congestion. especially during peak recreation seasons of
the year. These anticipated high levels of use and con-
gestion will sometimes present demands and situations
beyond the experience and training background of pub-
lic land managers.

- There will likely be many more conflicts between dif-
ferent recreation user interests arising from incompati-
ble modes of participation and a growing diversity of
recreation interests. This growing number and diversity
of interests must compete for access to a limited number
of areas and sites. Particularly challenging will be ac-
commodation of the different access needs of motorized
and non-motorized users and of solitude and the more
socially oriented forms of participation.

- New technologies andeasier modes of transportation will
continue to enable greater penetration of use into remote
back-country areas. Highly affected will be the more tra-
ditional, passive forms of back-country recreation where
quiet settings for reflection and nature appreciation may
be disrupted. Also affected will be the traditional forms
of active participation where new technologies enable
conflicting uses, e.g. whitewater canoeists experiencing
personal watercraft use where motor powered watercraft
once could not go.

- Non-recreational public and private land uses. such as
timber and wildlife management>  will increasingly be
the subject of interest, and perhaps of contention, across
a broader spectrum of society with increasingiy  diverse
interests and cultural backgrounds.

- Scenic quality will increasingly be an issue that manag-
ers of recreation areas and of natural lands must address
as interest in sightseeing, viewing and learning, and other
scenery-dependent activities drive up demand for aes-
thetically pleasing settings. This will be especially prob-
lematic as tourism development accelerates near to and
in the view ofnotable scenic areas such as national parks
and national forests.

The key word in forest management for the 2 1 st
century is  sustainabi l i ty .  We,  the authors ,  bel ieve a
very s imple defini t ion of  sustainabi l i ty  is  adequate.
That definition is, “let us manage to keep from los-
ing any more of our forests and other natural re-
sources”.  Perhaps this  is  a  naive definit ion;  perhaps
it is not. We acknowledge, it does not account for
the need to restore forest  ecosystems. But how much
restoration of forests is realistic anyway?

If our definition of sustainability is generally
acceptable, then the mandate is clear. Maps in Fig-
ures 3 and 4 show places in the United States where
hot spots of heavy recreation demands on forests

exist and will intensify by 2020, unless we take
collective action to better accommodate these de-
mands. Make no mistake about it, we view outdoor
recreation as a very posit ive use of forests and oth-
er natural lands in the United States. But, as our
National Parks have experienced for decades, we
can love our forests to the point of their demise.

The hot spots in Figure 4 show us places
throughout the country where heavy future demand
pressures overlay forested areas. These hot spots
are the places that  need serious and prompt coilab-
orative attention by public land managers, recrea-
tion users, state and local officials, tribal and other
cultural interests, commercial and community in-
terests, and industry and environmental interests,
Examining and crafting together plans for the con-
servation. use and development of our forests and
other lands is the only lasting strategy that will as-
sure both recreation demand and forest  sustainabil-
i ty objectives can be met.  Such collective approach-
es are not easy, but they are achievable. This achiev-
ability has been demonstrated on smaller scales
many times over. The catch is, such collaborative
planning cannot  wait  unt i l  cr is is  condit ions emerge
and capacity saturation has been reached. Action to
sustain the health and flow of benefi ts  of  the forests
of the United States has to occur now.

On the international scale, there are many les-
sons to  be shared.  Lessons not  only from the Unit-
ed States experience, but also lessons from other
parts of the world.  Forests globally are under heavy
pressures from mult iple demands.  In much of  South
America and Africa, forests are often cleared for
the immediate profit from timber. Not replanted to
trees. these areas are typically next converted to
grazing and other agricultural uses. Over time and
without forests to mediate climate change, some of
these areas, once flourishing forests, become
deserts. In Europe, long established etiquette for
residing within, managing and using forests pro-
vides a working model of how to sustain forests in
the face of ongoing, heavy demand pressures. The
United States  has an opportuni ty to learn from both
of the above experiences before we lose any more
of our forest  lands.

In the 19th century, the forests of the United
States were almost decimated before a social awak-
ening occurred and an era of conservation was ush-
ered in. The heavy recreation and other demand
pressures building could once again lead to over-
use of forests ,  including those on public lands.  We
have a choice and, hopefully, can learn how to sus-
tain the health and productivity of both public and



private forests even in the face of unprecedented
growth pressures.

Perhaps, too, other parts of the world can learn
from the United States’ experience. Our forests have
recovered fairly well from the 19th century “cut out
and get out” approach. While we have lost - and
will never recover - many millions of hectares of
prime forest land to roads, agriculture, urban de-
velopment and reservoirs, we have are-established
forest land base making up almost one-third of the
total land area of the country. While we have gained
a few hundred thousand hectares of forest area over
the last two decades, continuing population, eco-
nomic and recreation demand growth over the next
100 years is sure to once again exert pressures to
clear.  plow and develop some of these forested are-
as. Perhaps we in the United States now are wit-
nessing this country’s pinnacle of forest recovery.
It is thus our societal choice to either sustain what
we hav!e  recovered, or to once again see our forests
whit t led away.

The recreational and aesthetic draw of forests is
likely to be a dominating factor fueling pressures
to convert  forest  lands to other uses.  Identifying now
where these pressures are greatest and taking col-
lective, shared action to mediate these pressures is
the only last ing solut ion.  For  other  parts  of  the world
where there is hope that forests may recover once
again as they did in the United States, observing
our struggle between contemporary wants and the
need to sustain forests for the future may be help-
ful. We know the struggle will take place and les-
sons will be learned-from mistakes as well as suc-
cesses.
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